Since 1991, Sevastopol, an ethnically Russian city in Ukraine, has been undergoing a re-examination of its heritage. On the eve of Ukraine's 'Orange Revolution' in 2004, one could see a wall on Soviet Street with graffiti that read: 'Sevastopol is Russia.' Graffiti is a common form of self-expression, but it can also be a political statement. The persistence of the name 'Soviet Street', which ends at a large statue of Vladimir Lenin that towers over the city, also seemed anachronistic in democratic and independent Ukraine. Cities throughout Eastern Europe have been westernizing by erecting glass and steel skyscrapers while also destroying remnants of the communist past by tearing down buildings and statues and renaming streets and squares.
1 Although many postSoviet cities have removed traces of the Bolsheviks and the communist past, Sevastopol retains street names and Lenin's statue still looks down over the city from the central hill. Because after the Second World War Sevastopol's urban biography preferred two centuries of war heroism to revolutions, the city's local history survived in a way that was virtually impossible for many other cities in Eastern Europe after the collapse of communist governments. It should not surprise us, then, that the streets of Sevastopol were filled with joyous revellers in March 2014 as Crimea voted to be annexed by Russia.
We often assume that only democracies allow for public participation and that dictatorships, especially the heavy-handed rule of Joseph Stalin, would not allow any interference from outside the elite. Scholars, particularly social historians, of the Soviet Union have been challenging this misconception for decades. The case study of urban planning and rebuilding in Sevastopol, Ukraine, shows much contestation and negotiation between local and national authorities With the war over, a centre-periphery battle ensued to gain control of the planning of the city. Life in the rubble was harsh -people lived in caves, dugouts, bank vaults, and elevator shafts for years after the war -but local officials, conscious of the city's past military history and future importance as a Cold War naval base, consistently flouted the law and sought to accommodate the local population with the few resources at hand. With so much of the pre-war population evacuated, at the front, or killed, access to labour became a major bottleneck for reconstruction. In repopulating the city, planners also realized that they needed to re-forge the city's urban biography to provide a sense of place for war-weary residents and thereby create a more stable labour pool. A clear narrative (or shared memory) eventually emerged, but it was not without debate and challenges. As with all myths, this one was flexible and adaptable to changing circumstances. What one might call 'local memory' was a confluence of lived experience, centrally created propaganda, and local residents' need to have a sense of direction and purpose in the past, present, and future. For Sevastopol, that purpose was defender of the Motherland; this was made tangible through urban rebuilding and proliferated and perpetuated through, among other media, guidebooks.
The politics of re-planning a destroyed city
Destroyed cities were a central concern as the regime sought to redefine its relation to society and repair its image in the eyes of the population after nearly thirty years of revolution, civil war, famines, and purges. Reconstructed buildings and reborn cities became new symbols of progress and economic strength. New structures rising from and above the ruins offered more than space for housing, production, convalescence, and education. Each new building was a marker of healing and recovery. Because city building throughout the Soviet Union was an all-Union affair, without international support like the Marshall Plan, it became a leading symbol for the Soviet system's strength and resilience up to the time of the Korean War and beyond. But each of the destroyed cities had its own history and tradition, which also made the rebuilding process intensely local. How could a regime so used to central planning
